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* TECHNICAL COMMﬁNICATION: ‘
THE ENGINEERINd'EDUCATOR'S RESPONSIBILIT%

4

J. C. Mathes, Pwight W.. Stevenson,zand Peter Klaver/

~

When Qé say that fthe engineering educator should

4* ) . asspme responsibility for the teaching of pechnical
commdnication, we are awafe that this may.not be gooa
news ‘to the technical faculty, who probably have quite

enough to do as it is. "And it may not be good news

yo Englighifaculty faced with overstaffing resulting
from declining enrollments. So let us begin with a
stafement on wggchﬂwe can all agree: graduates of
engineering degree programs mu§t haye éubstantial
cqmmunicatidn skills if they aré to function effettively
. in'industry and’government. It is a fac% that most |
‘enginee;idg graduates spend considerably ﬁore time

writing--letters, memos, proposals, reports--than .do

Yo Professors Mathes, Stevenson, and Klaver are with the
. | ) Department of Humanities, College of Engineering, The
University.of Michigan. Professors Mathes and
Stevenson are co-<authors of the book, Designing Tech~
nical Reports: Writing for Audiences in Organizations

.
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s (forthcoming, The Bobbs-Merrill Co., 1975); Professor
‘ Klaver is a former editor of the ASEE Liberal Studies
Division Newsletter.
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graduates of liberal arts programs. Yet engineering
education focusses almost entirely upon preparing

. ’

engineers to perform technical work, and devotes,little
attention éo preparing them tq'communicate the reéults
of that work. 1"° (

Another stateﬁent on which most of us can agree:
gréduates of engineering degree p%og?ams often wish
_they had had more t?aining~in commuqication skills
in college. Practicing engineers in'induétyy and govern-
ment strongly recommend emphasis on,writtenxéommuni—:
caticn in the engineering curriculum, as the "Goals
of Engineering Education Report" indicates.1

Perhaps we can agree, then, on the need to étress
communication skills in engineering edu@ation. But
given this need, what can engineeriné educators do '
to meet }t? 6e see three possibilities: (1) let the
English department.teaqp technié?; writing; (2) contract
with the English départment‘gg teach ﬁéchnical writing
but’ with control remainiﬁg in the.enginéefiné college;
and (3) have engineering educators undé;takézzﬁé ta%k
‘themselves. We recommend the third alternative. The
proﬁabilitiés for good courses, well taught, and
Wdeéigned tq train enginegring students to write- as
professional engineers are far higher if engineering

educators undertake these tasks than if any one else o

does. .
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Why not turn technical writing over to English

departments?

Some readérs.may‘bé surprised when we say that én
obvious solutiod to the problem is to 18P English
depa{fments do it. 1In the past, English departments
have not usually févored techﬁiéal wéiting.aJIndeed,
they have not even been enthusiastic about Freshman
Composition, their traditional bread-and-butter course.
Bﬁt times have now changed. Because of declining
en3911ments, %nglish departments are considering
inéugurati;n of technical writing programs.? - Engi-
neering educators, however, must beware of entrusting .
technical writing to English departments. First,

English departments tend to view technical writing in
terms of their traditional goals. Second, some of
the basic writing principles taught in English com- ‘
° o position courses are antithetical to basic,brinciples _ ¥
) of technical Qriting. Third, most professog§ of
' English are trained to teach literature, not. compo-
sition. %Ee primary mission of English depértments
.+ 1is to teach the history and criticism of English“

literature.

The traditional tasks of English departments have

beqp—-in a descending order of priority--to train
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graduate students to teach literature, to educate
undergraduéfe English majors, to offer elective'éourst
in literature for other iiberal arts studenté, and to
teach Freshman Composition. As these départments turn
té technical communication, they are 1ikg1y to maintain
this same set of priorities. Tﬁe attitudes are very
likely to be those. of Merrill Whitburn in his.article,

"Technical Communication: An Unexphgred Area for

English ".: "My own inclination," he writes, '"is

toward an education that resylts in a teacher con-

duéting courses in both 1litprat and technical

communication. Such'an education would be more likely
to ensure humanis%ic as well as practical goals."3
In other words, he sees technical COmmﬁnication as a
kind of frontier that will accomﬁodate the excess

population of Ph.D.'s in English. The English teacher
Y A ) L , B
is 1i£e1y to consider technical writing Jjust as he now

. : e
considers English Composition--of secondary importance.

.

» . iy - N
. For an English department, these may be appro-

priate gdals and priorities. But we believe that they

do not coincide with the development of sound programs

-

in technical communication. Because of its concern

with unambiguous, rﬁgional statement, technical communi-
‘cation has an important societal function that differs

from tﬁe partly affective functions of the expository

s )
.
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.. writing taught by.moét‘English departments. Technical
communication programs should be aesigned to educate
engineering studepts for their future professional
roles in industry and government,

The second reason %e are’sk?ptical about turning‘
technical writing 6ver to English depa;tmentSZis thatw
. some of the principles taught.in English composition

are antithetical to basic princip1e§ of technical
w}itiﬁg. The principleé taught in English composition
derive from cléssical rhetoric, from the liferary
.tradition, and from such humanistip educational = .
'objectiyeé as self-awareness. Aléhough the experienced
technical writing teacher judiciously applies these
prinéiples to technical writing, he or she often-

finds principles derived from these sburbes to be quite
inappropriate. Professor V. Earl Brittpn, ;;r example,
one of the founders of the discipline, of technical
~writing, says, "When I trf to teach'technica}fWriting
to students who have had fhe‘coqyentional first year
Egurse, I‘run smack intb all-the éharacteristics that

I have labeled as wrong about ;he coursgj"?

. Many English professors do -not realize--or do not

accept-—this difference. They do not perceive that the

- technical writing broiessor, like the-engineermhg

professor, must be expert in the 'real world" of his

.o 7

. T
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.Bnglish, who says, "it is now possible fog_a future ;

£2 s e ) ,
discipline.5 If the engineering éducator. thén. sends

engineering students to Englisp departments to.learn
. — ’ / - . - ,

. technical communication, he risks having his students

taught principles which are in conflict with engineering
principles. The students may-nof be taught how to
communicate as ﬁiofessional engineers must communicate ) .
in their roles in industf& and governméhé.
The third reason we are skeptical, about turning
technical writing over to English deﬁartments is that.
most English progessors, and certa?nly mosit graduate
assisfants, have had no.trainingiin communication or
composition. Malcolm GTJScuiiy, in his article "Crisi§'

in English'Writing,"é quotes Robert F. Hogan, executive

secretgry of the National Council of Teachers of

teacher of high school English to go a11,the;way
through high schooi, college, and into tpe teaching
profegsion without having had a course in composition

since the ninth grade."” The same is true of college

)~

_ teachers of Enélish. Excepﬁ for a course.in’the

+

history of the English language, most professors of,

English have had to take no course in rhetoric, communi-

cation, composition, or the teaching of writing. The
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result is, as Professor Thomas M. Séwyer has pointed

A

out, in English departments courses ostensibly devpted’
to writing "drifk gradually into a discussion of
literature with some compositions thrown in."7

The same thing coﬁla happeh with technical
writing. For e:%mple, we recently heard a new teacher
of technical writing at a national confe?ence of
English teachers-inquire of a room full.of technical
writing teachers, "what literature would go well in a.
technical writing course?”_ While there were some raised
eyebrows, a fair number of voices suggested various

works of literature. That is, we think, a disturbing

sign, - ‘ _— ’ : )
Then how does technical writing get taught? . .

if.we rejecf_the alternative of letting the B <,
English department teach technical writing, we seé

twen other ways -to get.teéhnical communication gaught.

Engineering educator;'can either contract with English
departments éo teach technical writing, but with the

engineering collegé controlling what goes on, or the ; o
engineering educators can do it themselves. While the |
first of theée two has advantagés, it also has

significant disadvantages. Therefore, we conclude,

v
”

e , 9




'engineefing educators should assume responsibility for
'teaching technical writing. Technical writiné shéuld
be tapghtwp;imarfiy for p;ofessional goals; it should
be based.on brinbigles intfinsic to thos; gdals; and

it should be taught by appnopriafély.tpained teachers.
We think fﬁat engineering educators can\implement these
controls more easily than they can persuade English
departments t% accept them.

Technical Writing should be taught as a profes-
sional course to complement the engineer's proféssional
training. It shouip not be a course in technical e
jouynalism or popular science writing designed for
techn#qa} writers who will work in public relations
and puﬁhications depgrtments in industryu Instead
ié sho 1d be a coursq in technicg} gommunication Jf

%he so t performed by.praqéicing engineers. -This
;eans it should be at the ﬁdvanced undergraduate and .
‘graduatq levgels,8 and ideally'should be taught in ‘
conjunction with design courses, research projects,
and actual jo?,situations. For all this to occur,
techn%cél wrifing teachers should be knowledgeable

about engineering, familiar with the engineering

curriculum, and sympathetic to the needs of enéineering

students. . . -
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Where, then, are éngineering colleges to find the

teacher to design such a course. An English dgpartment . ]
has its own rolés.to fill for its own majors, for’

and colleges in addition to engineering. Courses “in
‘technical writing do not conveniently fit in with these
roles. For-example, the predominant:f';us on literature
;eads English departments to 'establish criteria for
tenurg, promotion, and merit salary iﬁcreases that oot
favor' teachers of literature. Onlghe other hand,
the'professional orientation of engineering departments ’
lghds them to require their professors to have industrial
expeiieﬁce. Thus, an English depar;ment would not bg
disposed to reward the -technical writing teach;>\whom"
tﬁe engineeryjng college would reqﬁire to work in a y
local industry. Even if the English department were s;
disposed,.its professional staff could not easily
evaluate the stholarly and pedagogical contributions

of the technical writing teacher. For the engineering ,
college to contgact witﬁ the English department to

teach technidél writing, therefore, is impractical because

it requires the English departmentAto accept uncharac-

teristic controls, goqls, and values.

If contracting with English departments fo teach

technical writing is an undesirable -possibility, we

11

.
* .
.
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think a preferable approach is for engineering educators

3

[ 1 ‘ <
‘ effectively into advanced engiﬁeering programs. Either
by hiring teachers@?hose primary ;upction is to teéﬁﬁ

technical writing, or by having selected éngineering
? ~ N

- professors incorporate instruction in technical writing

~

the engineering .

-

into selected.engineering courses)

college can insure that technicad writing is taught

<. . ) in a way that is both compatible /with the. goals of

engineering curriculum. , 4

[N

A teacher of technical writing hired by the
&

engineerdng college can devote his,or her career to

teaching and research in technilcal writing, and to

associated prbfessional activitlies. Without fear

that his or her work may well be regarded as

~

unscholarly—-as'it is in many E

glish departments--he

I 4

complement advanced engineering|design courses

e ' or she can des%é%)technical writing courses that

{

or

research projects.

The teacheri|can research the

writing done by professional civiil engineers in con-

sulting firms, for'examplé{ and design tgcﬁnical writing

3

1
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courses accordingly. The teacher can' do basic research

ommuhication theory. The teacher can paArticipate

R
inputs and write the research reports. - In all of these
acﬁwv1t1es the technical -writing teacher can serve

collgées of eng1neer1ng in ways . that are at once

1 N 3

persona11y rewardlng and profess1ona11y productive.

’

The result‘1s almost certain to be .superior to the
result gotfen by English teachers. v

These ,advantages would be poss@ble because the
.—engineering college could define‘the role of the

*

.8 :
technical writing teacher without having constraipts

could’ enab1e the techn1ca1 writing teacher to gain
.access to profess1ona1 act1v1t1es 1n 1ndustry and
government access that a member of the Engllsh faculty
would find difficult to obta1n. The college in general
could prov1de the support necessary for the tighnlcal
writing teacher to design conrses specfflcalﬁyufor its
students and to ga1n the practicaliexperience necessary
to become a true professional Whether the eng1neer1ng
collegeégflngs to its faculty one technical wr1t1ng

%

tedcher &% many--or creates 1ts own departmentg——by

assuming admlnfstratlve responsibility for technical,
i - . ’,-\)\ . N

inposed by other un1ts in the university. The college'

a

»
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- writing instruction the collsge insures commitment of

teachers of technical writing to the- profess1ona1 goals

BT N TRV R Uy T
I

oi engineering- educatlon .. . ) .
In addition to hiring" ‘teachers of teshnlcal ertlng,
colleges of engineering should have englneerlng faculty
. . teach technical wr1t1ng. *This has s1gn1flcant advan—
'tages.Because instruction in technical writing can be
integrated'comple%elylinto advaﬁced engineering courses.
Such an arrangement is more plausible than engineering
faculty might first assume. When englneerlng faculty

examlne the principles of technical writing and appro-

priate technical writing texts, they.w111 realize that

E
* B - b3

they may be more qualified to teach technical writing

thsn many English professors.10 - :
In order to teach technical _writing, the engineering “

faculty must flrst reassess thelr attltudes toward-’ 1t

They must deflne technlcal letlng as a professional

course rather than as a basic¢ skills course. This,

admig;sdly, may take some effor;. Our qxperience,has ¢

been!that enginee?ing professors assume that technical

w}iting/is a foundation course akin to the mathematic

physics, thermodynémics, and static¢s courses an - engi-

‘ i "neerlng student takes in his first two years

This

a mistaken assumption, Technical wrlt;qg sho e

]

an advanced engine%ring course in which/the design of
' ' ’
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a report is,ségn as analogous to the design of an
engineering ;ystem."ln this course, as in advanced
engineéring éourses, stydents shéuld apply theory--
in this case communicdtibn theory--to real world problems.
Our exéeriénce is that most of our students are quite
capable of doing this. At Michigan, for example, where
technical writing is restricted to seniors andsgfaduate
students bécausé‘only?they have had enough engineering
to be able to write effective, professional technical
reﬁo;ts, many of our students have had their worgu
pﬁblished or used ih‘rgsearch brojects and on jobs ~
they actually hold in industry. One étudent, fdr
example, coauthored with a professor ;n article des-
cribing an educational laboratory in contemporar&
digital design. Another student on-a ;esearph project

N v

wrote the progress reports submitted to the Department

~of the Army by fhe_principal investigator, his professor.

9

A third student, working for a consultant engineering

firm, wrote reports to a city administration about

N .
H

methods for preventing shoreline erosion. The technical

. writing done by  these students was completely pro-

feséional. '

When enginee;ing facu1t§ view technical Qrit%ng as .
a professional course, they are in a position to define
the pr;nciples of technical-writing in a2 way appro-

priate for teaching technical writing as an applied

19
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N enginee?ing course. Chiéfly.this means they must
reassess the writing they have their studenfs do .and
the uses to which that writing is ﬁut. In a |
chemical enginqgiing design project course, for
example,.instead of having the students write reports
for professors, engineeiing educators can havé studeéés
write as they would write on the same material in |
industfy. Instead of looking at student'writing
merely as a convenient way to monitor the students’
educational progress, engineering prﬁfessors can look
at student writing as an instrumental application of

. course material. In our article, "Coﬁmunication in

‘ 'Real Life'.Engineering Courses: Completing the
Bridge,"11 we explain how engineering proféssors can
have "student reports model those required in indusfry."
The hypothesis of thg article is that although the
engineering pgpfessor ordinarily does not think of

- himself as a teacher of communication, perhaps better
%han ?nyoné else he is in a position to tpacﬁ communi -
Lcatioﬁ of‘fhe sort requifed of practicing engineers.
The professor asks pis students té.simuiafe nréal
life" technical activities,; all he must do to teach
technical wriéing is to ask students to simulate real

7/

i . . . e e
life technical communication activities as well.

o
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In this paper we have argued that the responsi-

bility for technical writing should reside in the

engineering college. Perhaps tﬁis argument will offend
our colleagues in ﬁnglish departments. Buf we mean ho
slight to English departments. Rather, we intend to
suggest that the students are befter served--bota in
engineering colleges and in English depggtments-;if

the educational goals in the curriculum are clearly
compatible with the needs of the studgnts and with the
value systgms of the respective discip{ines. Because
technical writing ig a professidnal diécipline with its
own role in éducation and in society, -it should not

-

be’ regarded as an extension of English Composition.
. » -

When engineering educators view technical writing as

a discipline closely related to professional engineering

activity, they will realize they must assume the res-

ponsibility for teaching it. L
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NOTES

"Goals of Engineering Education Report," Engineering
Education, January, 1968. Ninety-nine percent of
the respondents '"strongly recommended" this emphasis
on written communication.

To see how far times have changed. engineering edu-
cators should read Merrill Whitburn's article,
"Technical Communication: An Unexplored Area for
English," in the Association of Departments of

 English Bulletin, May, 1975, pp. ;1 -14. This

Bulletin is the profess1ona1 journal for chairmen
and administrators of English departments in American
colleges and universities. Professor Whitburn con-
cludes his article with this statement: "In the
absence of firm steps by English, disciplines like
eng1neer1ng will now move into the area of technical
communication. This would not only be a real loss
of opportunity for English departments , but a
loss to the students and to the field itself, since
I firmly believe that English is the d1s01p11ne
most likely to move technical communication toward
humanistic as well as practical goals."

["\ L4

Ibid., p. 13. ~

W. Earl Britton, '"The Trouble With Technical Writing
Is Freshman English," Journal of Technical Writing
and Communication, Spring, 1974, pp. 127-131.

4
These differences in objectives caused many established
teachers of technical writing, often former English
professors, to spend years retraining themselves to
teach technical writing, the retra1n1ng an arduous
task of establishing intimate connections with
scientific and engineering disciplines and of con-
ducting research on communication in government and
1ndustry in a.manner. for which their Ph.D. training
in English literature d1d not prepare them.

Malcolm G. Scully’ "Cr1s1s in Eng11sh Writing,"
The Chronicle of Higher Education, S%ptember 23,
1974, pp. 1, 6.

’ ;

Thomas M. Sawyer, "First %hings Last: Composition
for Seniors, Not Freshmen,' Journal of Technical
Writing and Communication, April, 1971, p. 142.
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8. Thomas M. Sawyer, "Real Life Writing and Speaking,"
. IEEE Transactions on Education, August, 1974,
R . pp. 164-166.

9. Some colleges of engineering--Michigan, Virginia
-and Washington--have their own departments of
humanities and social sciences. These departments
develop other fields as well as technical writing,
such as the history and/philosophy of technology
or technology and society, that are anomalies in .
‘traditional liberal arts departments. Thus these
,departments contribute to the engineering curri-
vculum in many areas, not just in technical writing.

10. The Department of Humanities at The University of
Michigan has used Ph.D. students in engineering as
. teaching fellows in technical writing courses.
See Wilmer K. Schnure, "An Engineer Teaches English,"
Journal of Technical Writing and Communication,"
Fall, 1974, pp. 279-284.

~ 11. Proceedings of the North Central Section Meeting
of ASEE, Morgantown, West Virginia, April 11-12,
. 1975, Vol. 5, American Society for Engineering
‘ Education,. Washington, D.C., April, 1975, pp. 10-
17. This article suggest wd}s by which professors
can have their students writé reports to model
~’ reports in industry. We also-+discuss this in our
book, Designing Technical Reports: Writing for
Audiences in Organizations. 1In addition, we recom-
mend Basic Technical Writing by Herman W. Weisman
and Technical Writing by Gordon H. Mills and John
A. Walter. These texts also discuss technical
writing as_,a professional activity rather than as
an extension of English Composition.
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